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ABSTRACT 

The discussion outlines a number of complex problems 
in both measuring counterarguing and establishing its causal role in 
the persuasion process. The authors emphasize that given these 
limitations, dat^t from measures cannot at this point clearly 
establish the validity of theoretical positions that emphasize 
counterarguing as an intervening concept. When responses on the 
measure correspond to various other elements in the nomological net 
in a prediction fashion, however, there will be more confidence in 
the theory and in the measure than if the predicted relationship 
fails to occur. The authors further found that the utility of 
counterargument measures inheres not so much in settings where the 
predicted outcome is obtained but rather in the opposite. The authors 
conclude that although measuring counterarguing presents complex 
problems that resist solution, research should continue. Attitude 
change theorists should note the fallibility of such measures and 
remain cautious when using data from them to substantiate a 
theoretical position. (RK) 
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A well-known hypothesis in the attitude change literature is that 
people often resist persuasion by engaging in a silent dialogue or argument 
with the source of the message » Festinger and Maccoby's (1964) description 
of the cognitive behavior of a person who, strongly committed to an opinion, 
listens to a vigorous and persuasive message that attacks that opinion, 
presents one conceptualization of the counterarguing process and, in addition. 
Implies that people coomonly use it to maintain their present beliefs* 

Certainly such a listener is not passive o He does not sit there 
listening and absorbing what is said without any counteraction on 
his part* Indeed it is most likely that under such circumstances 
o o o he is very actively, inside his own mind, counterarguing, 
derogating the points the communicator makes and derogating the 
communicator himself* In other words, we can imagine that there 
is really a dialogue going on, one side being vocal and the other 
subvocal o o o If one could somehow prevent the listener from 
arguing back * * » it seems reasonable to expect that the persuasive 
message would then have more of an Impact* The listener, not able 
to ccunterargne , would be more influenced (1964, p. 360) 0 

The hypothesis that silent counterarguing can facilitate one's ability 
to resist influence can be traced to the classic research conducted by 
Hovland and his associates on the relative effectiveness of one- vs* two- 
sided communications* In the first of these studies, Hovland, Lumsdaine, and 
Sheffield (1949) suggested that a one-sided ccunterattitudinal communication 
(containing only arguments that supported the advocated position) might be 
less effective than a two-sided counteract ltud Inal message, because those 
hearing the former would be "stimulated • • , to rehearse their own position 
and seek cew ways of su pporting it (p» 203)*" While the results of this 
study were consistent with this hypothesis, they were also open to other 
interpretations* Nevertheless, coanterargumsntatlvc remained an important 
concept in attitude change research* For example, consider McGuire's now 
classical research on increasing resistance to persuasion via "belief 
bolstering o" In a series of studies McGuire (1964) demonstrated that pre- 
coomnicatiou presentation of mild, easily refuted arguments attacking a 
cultural truism (inoculation) rendered subjects less susceptible to a 
subsequent influence attempt also attacking that truism* McGuire's primary 
explanation for the increased resistance of inoculated subjects was that 
the Inocclatioo treatment both increased subjects* motivation to counter- 
argue (by alerting them that their beliefs were not above attack) and 
increased their ability to create adequate counter arg um en ts* 
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la addition to explaining inoculation effects, counterarguing plays an 
essential explanatory role In two other related attitude change literatures** 
distraction and forewarning* There are now at least twenty social psychological 
studies of distraction (cf* Baron & Miller, 1970) and some two years ago 
Papageorgis (1968) reviewed approximately twenty-five studies on forewarning* 



The Need for a. Measure of Counterarguing 

From the standpoint of the heavy explanatory burden placed upon counter- 
argumentation, it is striking that so little emphasis has been geared toward 
measurement of counterarguments* Measurement is desirable for two reasons* 
First, despite the fact that theorists extensively use counterarguing as an 
intervening explanatory variable, it is by no means clear that the counter- 
argument process is either a typical or effective means of resisting influence* 
That is, most of the data Interpreted in terms of differential ability and/or 
motivation to coonterargue are open to other equally plausible alternative 
explanations* For example, Tannenbaum (1967) reinterprets the bulk of 
McGuire® s inoculation research in terms of congrulty theory* Given the fact 
that this reinterpretation does not invoke counterarguments!: ion, it is 
interesting to note that while McGuire conducted 11 studies investigating 
inoculation, in only one does he report any direct support for the notion 
that the different inoculation procedures do indeed produce differences in 
counterarguing (McGuire, 1962), and even in this instance the standard level 
of statistical significance was not obtained* Similarly, Festinger and 
Maccoby*8 (1964) finding that distraction enhances persuasion is not solely 
explicable in terms of their own interpretation — that distraction interferes 
with counterarguing* Indeed there are a variety of explanations which pose 
reasonable alternatives to this " Interference" hypothesis and none of these 
postulate or require any counterarguing process (Baron & Miller, 1970; 
Osterhouse & Brock, 1970)* Lastly, there is no data in the forewarning 
literature which demonstrates that differential counterargr*ng properly 
explains the forewarning effect* 

The literature dealing with inoculation, distraction, and forewarning 
may well exaggerate the extent of man's rationality* By invoking the counter- 
argument construct it tends to assume that a rational consideration of the 
pros and cons relevant to an issue generally determines the degree of attitude 
change that results from a persuasive attempt* In part, this bias toward a 
rational view of man may stem from using college students as subjects and 
conducting research in the university setting* Consistency, logic, and the 
suppression of emotional reaction, are probably particularly salient to toa 
college student when he is being scrutinized by academicians in an academic 
setting* Indeed, the discovery of various response sets (Ben tier, Jackson, & 
Messick, in press; Couch & Ksnlston, 1960), while not speaking on the extent 
to which man is nonratieoal, nevertheless provide documents t ion for an 
opposite emphasis* 

In short, the counterargument process in y simply amount to a theoretical 
fiction* Since there Is little, if any, firm evidence that the process 
directly affects persuasion, other interpretations msy well account for the 
data that it has been invoked to explain* Quite obviously a compelling 
resolution of these questions requires adequate measures of counterarguing* 
Inferences of differential counterarguing made from differential attitude 
c h ange cannot stand a? support for counterargument explanations of par suasion 
processes. 
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A second argument for a direct measure of counterarguing is that if one 
can Indeed demonstrate that counterarguing increases resistance to persuasion 
(or if one simply grants this assumption) it would be Important to discover 
what variables affect its production (see Brock, 1967, p® 298, for a similar 
argument)® Fuccher, it would be Important to ascertain at what point (a) in 
the persuasion process i*. occurs: whether in anticipation of the message, 

during its presentation, after the message ends, or at all of these polnts« 
Clearly, resolving questions such as these require a valid sensitive measure 
of counterarguing o In brief, given the present state of knowledge, a variety 
of issues could be clarified if counterarguing were successfully measured in 
studies of attitude change® 

The reason for this lack of direct data is easy to understand* Quite 
simply, many complex and subtle problems arise when attempting to devise an 
adequate measure and heretofore these problems discouraged investigators from 
reporting counterar gu m en t data with any confidence® This paper focuses on 
the methodological problems of devising an adequate measure of counterargument « 
It will analyse the questionable aspects of the measurement techniques used 
thus far (e®g«, McGuire, 1962; Brock, 1967; Baron & Miller, 1969; Miller & 
Baron, 1969; Janis & Terwilllgar, 1962; Ostezhouse & Brock, 1970) and will 
suggest same solutions along with suggestions for future research® 



Inadequacies of Typical Measures of Counterarguing 

Definition® The majority of studies that attempt to measure counter* 
arguing simply ask subjects to list or write down specific counterarguments 
or general thoughts that occurred to them during (or in some instances, prior 
to) the presentation ef the persuasive appeal (Brock, 1967; Baron & Miller, 
1969; Miller & Baron, 1969; Osterhouse & Brock, 1970) « These free responses 
are then coded or scored in some manner® This type of measurement technique 
requires a clear definition of what is and what is not a counterargument® 

Brock (1967) was the first to develop an explicit definition® He originally 
defined counterarguments as declarative statements directed against the 
advocated position that contain "a specific unfavorable or undesirable 
consequence that was not simply a restatement or paraphrase of the advocated 
position® w Simple statements of opposition, affective reactions (e®g®, "It 
makes me mad®”), irrelevanei es, and statements agreeing with the advocated 
position were not counted as counterar gu m en ts® 

Brock* s original definition was an important step in formally delineating 
what is and what is not a counterargument® This particular definition, 
however, had certain inadequa cie s® Defining counterarguments as statements 
containing "a specific unfavorable or undesirable consequence" of the 
advocated position, specifically excluded such seemingly valid counterarg u m e nts 
as statements mentioning omissions, misstatements of fact, or logical errors 
in the ccmmuni cation® Osterhouse and Brock (1970) corrected for this by 
expanding Brock's earlier definition to also include statements which either 
suggested alternatives to the advocated position or "challenged the accuracy 
or validity of the conwunication (p® 350)®** 

Thus, Osterhouse and Brock's (1970) expanded definition would seem to 
(1) explicitly include statements that attack the credibility of the message, 
and (2) allow for countera rgu m en ts that do not mention undesirable consequences 
of the advoca t ed position® However, even this expanded definition may be too 
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narrow o Tbe definition still excludes statements that solely support the 
position rejected by the coenauni-ator (although scoring alternatives to the 
advocated position as counterarguments cooes close to this)* Secondly » his 
requirement that a counterargument be a declarative sentence rules cur 
rhetorical questions. These restrictions seen inappropriate* Such statements 
certainly constitute the type of counterargument described by Festluger and 
Maecoby (1964) and by Freedman and Sears (1965). In many instances sons 
statements of tbe type listed above would constitute the most powerful 
refutation of a persuasive appeal. We therefore urge an expansion of Brock* s 
definition to include ouch statements. 

A thornier definitional problem, net specific to only Break's definition, 
concerns the categorization of n*a tenant* that pertain to the source of the 
message. Festlnger and Kaceoby strongly imply that such comments constitute 
one of the types of active defenses that go on during a persuasive appeal. 

"It is most likely that ... while he (the subject) is listening to the per- 
suasive communication, he is very actively ... coonterarguing , derogating the 
points the communicator makes and derogating tbe communicator himself (our 
italics, 1964, p. 360).** 

While this implies treating statements derogating the source as counter- 
argsoents, others contend that source derogation and content -related counter- 
arguments constitute alternative modes of resisting Influence (e.g. , Freedman 
& Sears, 1965). Indeed, Festlnger and Maccoby, at a later point in the paper 
quoted above, seem to note this conceptual distinction. "It may be that in a 
distraction condition, not being able to effectively counterargoe, subjects 
are Influenced ... unless they are able to derogate and reject the speaker 
(p o 365) o** The fact that expressions of source derogation may be tbe result 
of successful conteat^orlented counterargument complicates this ambiguity. 

For exasaple, while a subject* s statement that "the speaker doesn*t know what 
he is talking about** would certainly be classed as source derogation, the 
statement also may express in shorthand that tbe subject noted a number of 
content-related faults in the communication. However, given the possible 
conceptual distinction, the only sensible approach is to construct separate 
categories for both source- and content -oriented comments and observe the 
separate effects of distraction on each category as well as on the combination * 

Validity c Another criticism of the typical measure of counterarguing 
concerns validity. The basic problem is the degree of correspondence between 
the responses elicited by the measure and the process one really wishes te 
measure. The e s se n ce of this problem is that to demonstrate that subjects 
can produce countara rgmaen ts when asked by the experimenter to do rc in no 
way establishes that they spontaneously engage in such activity when not asked* 
That is, given the reactive nature of typical counterargument measures (a 
direct request to list the counterarguments or ideas one had at an earlier 
point In time). It is quite possible that the measurement attempt Itself and 
not the earlier anticipation of or actual exposure to a persuasive communica- 
tion instigates counterarguing. 

Brock (1967; Osterhouse & Brock, 1970) showed sensitivity to this 
problem and attempted to c i r c u m vent it by not specifically asking subjects 
to list counterarguments ear as but instead, requiring them to simply list 
their thoughts concerning the forthcoming persuasive message. Be argues that 
such instructions should not elicit counterarguing more than any other thought 
process and in s u ppor t of his contention jost of the thoughts expressed (In 
the 1967 study) were not counterarguments. Yet he does recognize that "it 
o 
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cannot bo claimed gnat counterarguments occurred spontaneously (1967, p, 305) •’* 
>ince subjects were asked to record their thoughts *nd since the study 
ostensibly conc*~:ved thought processes, subjects may have been encouraged to 
produce thoughts to an extent to which they would o<rc ordinarily occur. Thus, 
while Brock may not have specifics 11 t encouraged counterargument production 
as opposed to other types of comments, it is possible that thoee counter- 
arguments produced by his subjects represented cognitive activity that does 
not typically occur in a communication setting. This problem is even more 
apparent when subjects are specifically staked to list "ideas, facts, or 
examples you would use to support your position (Hiller & Baron, 1969).** 

In short, it is possible that in the absence of a request by the experimenter, 
no counterarguments whatsoever would have occurred to subjects in either 
study , Of course, in our discussion above, reactivity oar ss is not tbs 
sole problem* This main offset of more counterarguments , though potentially 
theoretically misleading, would not by Itself lead to erroneous conclusions 
about the effects of the experimental treatments* Bather, it Is the likelihood 
of an interaction between the reactivity of the counterargument measure and 
the experimental treatments that concern us. In a latsr section we will 
discuss in greater detail the way in which such an interaction might arise. 

The problem of validity is a general one, but it can be dealt with in 
terms of two slightly different situations: (g) tbs specific experimental 

circumstances in which counterarguing might occur, and (b) the more general, 
natural, everyday, or real-life characteristics of persuasion situations. 

Heat theoretical treatments that intsrject counterarguing into the explanatory 
process attribute any differential effects to counterarguing that goes on 
cither daring or before the presentation of the persuasive massage (Festinger 
St Haceoby, 1964; Freedman & Sears, 1965; McGuire, 1964). Here, the question 
of validity focuses on the extent to which the counterargooeats generated on 
the measure correspond to those thought of either Immediately prior to or 
during the presentation of the communication. Note that In these experimental 
situations, only countera rg um en ts readily available or accessible to subjects 
should aid them in resisting persuasion. In such settings, a subject 
attending to an ongoing message (or about to hear one) rarely has a great deal 
of time in which to prepare or muster ccot^arargaaents. If so, then the 
construct or process requiring assessment Is the ability of subjects to 
produce counterarguments quickly . That is, in terms of the theoretical use 
to which counterarguing is put, tbs focus should be the 2 o»unt of counter- 
arguments readily available to subjects at the time thmy are hearing or pre- 
paring to hear a persuasive measure. 

A straightforward means of eliciting primarily readily available counter- 
arguments is to severely limit the amount of time subjects have available to 
respond. If subjects oust respond within (say) 45 seconds, l one can be 
fairly certain that whatever counterarg u m en ts they produce in response to s 
request to "list all counterarguments you can think of" represent those 
readily accessible to thorn. Unfortunately, few measures of counterarguing 
incorporate such time restrictions. For example. Brock (1967) allowed 
subjects 10 minutes in which to r es p o nd to his measure; Miller and Baron (1969), 
Janis and Terwilliger (1962), and McGuire (1962) im p osed no time limits what- 
soever on their subjects. Clearly measures such as these do not seem to 
provide valid assessment of readily available c o u nter arguments. We have no 
confidence that they assess subjects* ability to produce counterarguments 
quickly, nor is there reason to expect close correspondence between the responses 
elicited by the measure and those that arose at the earlier critical point. 
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Imposing a strict tins limit seems to bold promise for insuring corres- 
pondence, Certainly, if subject* actually engage in counterargulng prior to 
s reactive request to list counterarguments, those they actually did produce 
should remain relatively fresh in their minds and therefore capable of being 
expressed with a short latency. Unfortunately, eh lie the above reasoning is 
sound, utilizing * short response period does not eliminate the possibility 
that subjects respond to the measure by producing counterarguments that are 
readily available te them but not spontaneously used or thought of during or 
before the message. Despite thin ambiguity, however, we would still argue 
that Imposing a severe time restriction constitutes a partial means of 
excluding Invalid cements. Specifically s severe time limit would exclude 
all noa-avellable or inaccessible comments that, although invalid, mould 
otherwise be reflected in the measure. A similar point is made by Osterhoesa 
and Brock (1970) to explain their use of a 3-minute time limit. That is. If 
a counterargument spontaneously occurs to n subject before or during 
the massage, that subject should subsequently be capable of expressing it 
quickly. If, on the other hand, no counterarguments occur spontaneously to 
the subject during or before the message and he is then given only a brief 
period to produce counterarguments, at most his response will only include 
those obvious few that currently are readily available to him. Thus, the 
danger (referred to above) of using a long response period is that it Increases 
the possibility that response# will include invalid comments. 

natural or "real life” persuesiea situations differ from the experimental 
settings in that the entire persuasion process tesporally extends further on 
both sides of the point st which one actually hears the persuasive materials. 
That is, the temporal onset of the experimental conditions and the tempera! 
positioning of the response measures obviously do not artificelly delimit the 
persuasion process in real life. There, one typically has ample time to 
either anticipate or dwell upon the tacks or positions President Nixon will 
take If ooe decides two weeks in advance te listen to his press conference on 
TV. Likewise, later one can typically mull over what ooe heard (or can recall) 
and in one* s le isure construct counterarguments against the speaker*# position. 

Of coarse, experimental procedures could ba altered to correspond more 
closely to the temporal realities of real life. A logical extension of our 
preceding argument, then, is that If one wishes to generalize to a setting in 
which subjects ordinarily have e good deal of time to countersigns , as in 
Brock (1967) , tbs appropriate procedure is to give the subject an analogous 
amount of time In the setting and then require him to produce his counter- 
arguments in a short period of time. This would not guarantee that the 
responses would correspond to those counters rgww«nts spontaneously generated 
prior to the request to do so, but it weald restrict nooepontsoeous responses 
to obvious and readily available ones and thereby would Improve the validity 
of the measure. 



The Causal Relation Ba t u mi Attitude Change and Counte rantulgg 

The theoretic.*! treatments of attitude change that invoke counts rargalng 
as an explanatory mechanism all specify a single causal chain— that the a mou n t 
of corvterarguing determine# or controls attitude change. The existence of 
Shis particular causal sequence cannot he verified by the measure employed. 
Indeed , even a totally flawless measur e would not answer the question of 
causality. It is always possible that regardless of how the researcher 
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temporally orders his measures of c oun te ra rgu Ing and attitude change, people 
construct (muster) counterarguments to support whatever position they hold 
after they have been exposed to the persuasive materials- That is, cconrer- 
a rgu lag may be a rationalization process, a post "persuasion technique used 
to Justify whatever position one finds oneself holding- In other words, it 
may not be a mechanism for resisting Influence. If observed differences In 
coon tsrargu Ing do stem from rather then cause differential attitude change, 
the theoretical explanations that Invoke couuterargwing become worthless. 

It is hard to guess how likely it is that people do develop or muster 
counterarguments as a response to changes In their own attitudes. We suspect, 
however, that in ordinary life people do not typically generate arguments 
in response to their own prior attitude change* On the other hand, when 
people serve as subjects in an attitude change study* we suspect that this 
may occur quite frequently. In other words* with highly reactive measures 
of attitude and/or count era rgu log, a sensitivity to the causal sequence of 
the two processes becomes especially important. When people are asked their 
opinion, they often feel that they should have reasons for it- In other w**rds, 
the act of scrutinizing «. persoo > » attitude may particularly predispose Mm 
to produce counterarguments against the speaker (aud In support of his own 
position). Moreover, even when attitude assessment is absent* those who were 
in an experimental treatment that led them to resist Influence stay interpret 
the experimenter’s request to produce counterarguments as a demand to justify 
retaining their original position. 2 Thus* with a reactive measure of counter- 
arguing, one would expect counterargument production to parallel the degree to 
which subjects resist influence* In short* the possibility of an interaction 
between the reactive aspects of this measure and the experimental treatments 
make It impossible to ascertain the causal direction between attitude change 
and counterarguing. This question of causality has clear implications for the 
construct validity of the counterargument measure. The construct of interest 
on such a measure is the degree to which subjects generate thoughts which 
allow them to resist perseaaion. To the extent that such a measure a ss e s s e s 
thoughts which result from persuasion, the measure is an invalid oci. How can 
we resolve this question of causality, or et least the measurement problems 
it poses? The sections to follow address these issues* 



Anticipatory counterarguments* Brock's (1967) response to this problem 
was to measure counterarguing just prior to the persuasive attempt (but after 
his subjects had been forewarn nd of the direction and nature of the cocsmmica- 
tlon). Ob casual appraisal this procedure does seem to eliminate the 
possibility that any observed differences in counterarguing betwean his 
conditions reflect the consequence of prior differential attitude change* 
Indeed* using this technique Brock did obtain significant differences in 
counterarguing between his conditions* The solution becomes sore ephemeral 
than first suspected* however* whan one considers the possibility of 
anticipatory attitude c h a n ge* When* as Bauer (1965) suggests* subjects play 
the social-psychological game* the minimal information given by the for e w ar ning 
may, by itaelf * produce differential attitude change* If so* even a measure 
of counterarguing inserted temporally prior to the presentation of persuasive 
materials, may nevertheless reflect the c oo s e q u eo ce rather than the cause of 
attitude change. In this Instance* differential counterarguing could he e 
response to or product of the differential anticipatory attitude change 
produced by the presence or absence of a few minimal cues about the speaker 
and/or the position advocated in the communication* 
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We clearly need to know more about tbo conditions that produce anticipa- 
tory attitude change. Several studies show relatively email amounts (Beaux, 
1968; McGuire & Mlltman, 1965; Papageorgia, 1967), whereas others seem to 
show somewhat substantial effects (Wickluod, Cooper, & Linder, 1967; Linder, 
Cooper, 6 Wickluod, 1968; Janie & Gilmore, 1965). If, under circumstances 
that typically do not produce anticipatory attitude change, one nevertheless 
obtained differences in anticipatory counterargulog as a function of some 
theoretically meaningful variable, one could retain some confidence in the 
conclusion that the dlffarence did not simply reflect differences in anticipa- 
tory attitude change. Unfortunately, our limited knowledge about anticipatory 
attitude change makes it difficult to specify for any particular instance 
whether anticipatory attitude change is unlikely. Given this state of affairs, 
msaaurlng anticipatory countsrergumsntation in and of itself does not seem 
to solve the problem adequately. 

This line of reasoning, however, does suggest e procedure that might 
offer a potential solution. If one could demonstrate that treatments differ- 
entially affected anticipatory counterargument production but had no effect 
on anticipatory attitudlncl position, ooe could be confident that the obtained 
coontera rgmaen t differences were not due to differential attitude change. 
Moreover, if ooa then erposed subjects to a communication and found that the 
message had least impact in those conditions which facilitated anticipatory 
counterargument production, it would both increase one’s confidence in the 
measure and establish a causal relationship between counterargulng and ability 
to resist persuasion, 3 



Construct validity, typically, the use of a reactive measure does not 
totally invalidate the resulting experimental data; it simply limits iti 
generality to settings in which subject# are aware that they are being measured. 
The problem in the present Instance is that reactive measures of counterargulng 
may create specific demand characteristics that have differential effects on 
count era rg u ment production across treatments* The nature of this experimental 
demand raises the possibility that measured coonterargumentatlon may be a 
function rather than a cause of attitude change. Thus one obstacle in develop- 
ing a theoretically useful measure of counterargulng is ambiguity about the 
direction of causality bet ween measured counterargument and attitude change. 

Inferring a causal relationship between e measured attribute or process 
and same other criterion event does not ordinarily present a great problem 
since it is clear which of the two occurred first. When a temporal sequence 
is ambiguous, however, the process of inference becomes more complex. For 
example, consider a situation where a powerful source delivers an anti-smoking 
message and finds that the more a subject changes his attitude as reflected 
on e paper and pencil instrument, the m ore he subsequently cuts down on smoking. 
Here one would be confident that attitude change led to the criterion behavior 
only if there was good reason to assnas that the decision to reduce smoking 
followed the attitude change. Since it is difficalt to substantiate this 
assmnptioa, it raises tbs possibility that the drop In sacking was not doe to 
attitude change hut Instead to the subject’s decision to comply with the 
request of a powerful communicator (see Caiman <1958) for distinction between 
compliance and internalised attitude change}* If this wer»a the case, attitude 
change could be easily interpreted as a resalt rather than a cause of the 
decision to cat down smoking (es in Zlmbardo at al» , 1965; Smith, 1961), 

As in this example, it is difficalt in the situation under discussion to 
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ascertain at what temporal point change occurs In either the so-called inter- 
vening process (counterarguing) or the so-called criterion behavior (attltsde 
change) • As previously argued, given this state of affairs, one cannot 
generally gain adequate Information about causal direction simply by measuring 
carefully both responses under a given treatment We would argue, however, 
that it is not the ambiguity about temporal sequence per ee that renders such 
data Inadequate; the difficulty in establish log causality la a joint function 
of this temporal ambiguity and the equal plausibility of both causal hypo the - 
eeso Specifically, if It seemed logically impossible for variable X to cause 
Y and Intuitively likely th**c Y caused X and we observed X and Y covarying 
when all else was held constant, one would feel fairly confident that Y indeed 
caused X even if the temporal sequence of events Y and X were unknown or 
difficult to specify o In short. If one could specify a set of conditions In 
which it seemed implausible that attitude change could cause counterarguing, 
one could make inferences about causal relationship despite the difficulty In 
specifying temporal sequence o In point of fac: - , one can specify such condl- 
tlonso As mentioned above, it seems likely that people develop counterarguments 
as a function of their attltudinal position only (a) when they are required 
by the experimenter to cocnterargue or defend their own position or (b) when 
their attltudinal position Is scrutinized. In other words, we assume that 
the Instances in which counterarguments stem from attltudinal position are 
typically those In which the subject is highly aware of assessment. Had he 
retained his attitude in the face of a persuasive appeal and no one queried 
him about It, we doubt that he would feel much pressure to construct counter- 
arguments against the persons ive message. Thus, one could gain insight into 
the causal relationship between attitude change and counterarguing by using an 
unobtrusive measure of attitude and a measure of counterarguing that reflects 
only the spontaneous cognitive activity that precedes the measurement attempt.^ 

Unfortunately, as already indicated, even Chose counterargument measures 
that utilize extremely brief response periods (Baron & Miller, 1969) do not 
generally guarantee the validity (l.e», spontaneity) of the responses in most 
settings* There is, however, one particular situation in which such a measure 
would be useful. As indicated earlier, the difficulty of ascertaining the 
validity of a c ount era rgmen t produced on a measure having a short response 
period stems from the possibility that subjects might simply list readily 
available counterarguments despite the fact that they did not spontaneously 
Chink of these arguments prior to the measurement procedure* Moreover, the 
degree to which such nonsponcansous, readily available responses ace produced 
could well be an inverse function of attitude change. On e could eliminate 
this possibility simply by using a message topic for which people typically 
lack readily available counte ra rg u m en ts. While restricting the validity of 
counterargument measures to such situations rules out the great majority of 
cerounlcatlon topics, it still leaves available a series of topics that are 
of great theoretical Interest in teems of the relation of counterarguing to 
attitude change— attacks on cultnral truisms. McGuire (cf* 1964) specifically 
chose such topics for his inoculation research because ho assumed that people 
l ac k e d practice in defending those beliefs that rarely befall attack and which 
they ordinarily regard as unassailable. In short, if one assumes that subjects 
ordinarily have few readily available counte rarg u m ents with which to rebut an 
attack against, say, taking a yearly ZB or cancer X-ray, then any responses 
produced with a short latency are likely to reflect thought processes that 
occurred spontaneously prior to the measurement attempt. If one further 
assumes (as we do above) that It Is rather implausible that such spontaneous 
counterarguments are caused by the degree of attitude change, one has soma 
J*esis for inferring a causal relationship. 
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In short , topics concerning cultural truisms hold promise for research 
that utilizes dependent measures of counterarguing? As McGuire's research 
implies, subjects should be capable of generating counterarguments on Such 
topics if given sufficient time, practice, and motivation to do so, but 
otherwise they should be unlikely to have readily available counterarguments, 
therefore, minimizing a major threat to the validity of open-ended counter- 
argument measures? 

Of course one's confidence in attributing causality to the counterargument 
process is heightened to the extent that the experimental treatments seem 
logically related to counterargument production and no ether intervening 
process? Insofar as McGuire's work is concerned, however, this is not clearly 
the case (see above discussion of Tannenbaum)<> Moreover, it must be recognized 
that even dealing with such a restricted situation as this, the validity of 
one's inferences are based upon assumptions that while seemingly plausible 
may well be invalid: (a) subjects may indeed spontaneously generate counter- 

arguments after they make an attitudinal decision regardless of whether their 
attitude is assessed and (b) it is possible that people can readily produce 
arguments in defense of cultural truisms ? 

The discussion above suggests why we refrained from advocating the most 
obvious means of assessing causality, i?e?, Independently manipulating 
variables that have differential effects upon measured counterarguments and 
observing attitude change as a dependent variable? The discussion below, 
however, gives more explicit reasons for our reluctance? 

i 

For this particular type of problem, the experimental approach (random 
assignment to independent treatments) generally has much to recommend it? 

One does not worry overly about the reactivity of the measure or the temporal 
sequence of the measured and criterion processes? One simply identifies a set 
of treatments that have differential effects on the measured variable and then 
observes what effect these treatments have oo the criterion behavior? If it 
can be demonstrated that the sole effect of the treatment is its effect on the 
measured intervening variable, and if the treatment has the predicted effect 
on the criterion response 9 one has confidence that changes in the criterion 
are a function of changes in the intervening process? Moreover, suet; an 
outcome increases one's confidence in the validity of the measure used to 
assess the intervening response? 

* The problem with using such a strategy for assessing the role of counter - 
arguing (and determining the validity of counterargmaent measures) is that 
treatments that affect measured counterarguments are quite likely te have 
other effects that could also cause any observed attitude change? This 
possibility explains why typical means of construct validation (Cronbach & 
Meehl, 1955) have not been stressed as a panacea? An example will make this 
clear? A straightforward means of investigating the construct validity of 
any measure not having a specific criterion is to see if treatments thought 
to affect the construct do indeed have predicted effects on the measure? If 
indeed this outcome is obtained, it should raise one's confidence in the 
validity of the measure? Moreover, one'# confidence in the validity of the 
measure should be increased even farther if it were also found to bo related 
in a predicted manner to other elements of the "sociological net?" How suppose 
one administered a treatment (such as distraction) which supposedly affected 
cou n t e rarguing and found that Che predicted decrease indeed occurred aaong 
distracted subjects? In addition, suppose that distraction not only decreased 
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counterarguing, but it also Increased attitude change. This outcome should 
give us a good deal of confidence in both oar theory and our measure, but in 
actuality the reactivity of our measure and the possibility that distraction 
has effects beyond those of just decreasing counters rguing (such as creating 
conditions of high effort, novelty, positive affect, high ambiguity, subject 
suspicion, etc,) detracts seriously from that confidence.. Far instance, to 
the extent that tha distraction increases the effort required to hear the 
message, the dissonance theory interpretation of the role of effort could 
account for the observed attitude change. And this differential attitude 
change in turn could elicit the appropriate amount of counterargument on a 
reactive measure of counterar going o 



Other Measurement Possibilities 

In the preceding sections we have discussed prior attempts to measure 
silent counterarguing, In the section below we will present some procedures 
which though not as yet tried, may have some potential value for establishing 
construct validity for count erarguing ° 



Inserting time intervals during the presentation of persuasive materials . 
One procedure for studying whether silent counters rguing can indeed aid In 
resisting persuasion is te explicitly allow subjects (in the experimental 
condition) time during rfiich they can muster whatever cognitive resources they 
can tc resist the persuasive impact of the speaker. Here one might explicitly 
insert 15* or 20 -second intervals of silence after each major idea in the 
communicator* s presentation. Presumably this would allow but not necessarily 
encourage the respondent to think about the content of the persuasive common!* 
cation and decide whether it is fallacious and if so, why, With this added 
time for thought, tha respondent could presumably think of arguments against 
the speaker's position without being distracted by the speaker’s simultaneous 
presentation of same new point. Of course the proper control group for such a 
treatment is a critical consideration, Probably the most reasonable control 
is to insert the same time intervals between the various aspects of the 
speaker's presentation but require subjects to engage in some other cognitive 
task during the 15* and 20-second breaks. The .irrelevant task should engage 
higher mental functioning so that in this control condition subjects can't 
easily coonterargue,*’ 



This time interval solution is interesting for several reasons. First, 
it would facilitate counterargument production without reactlvely requiring or 
specifically requesting it. Secondly, it would still permit the use of a 
counterargument measure that utilised a limited time interval. Admittedly, 
however, it seems more appropriate to view this procedure as more of an 
experimental technique for assessing the role of distraction upon counter- 
argument than as a measurement technique. 



The distraction hypothesis (Festinger & Maccoby, 1964) proposes that the 
presence of some irrelevant source of stimulation during the presentation of 
persuasive materials increases their persuasiveness by Interfering with subjects* 
ability to effectively counterargue against the persuasive content. In other 
words, the simultaneous, irrelevant, or ancillary stimulation captures attention 
and thereby preoccupies to some extent one's mental apparatus. If distraction 
conditions were crossed with the experimental and control groups mentioned 
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above such that half the subjects in each cell watched a silent movie (e*g* > 

Day of the Painter) during the periods in which the persuasive communication 
was presented — but not dnring the periods in which either silent or inter- 
polated activity tine intervals were inserted— we should expect the theoretical 
predictions stemming from the distraction hypothesis to occur only under the 
control conditions* That is, only under the condition where the time interval 
inserted between the speaker's points was filled with irrelevant activity 
should the distraction hypothesis be confirmed* 



Recognition vs, recall measures * Another possibility Is io explicitly 
prepare subjects with counterarguments tc aid in their resistance of a persua- 
sive appeal* This sounds on the face of it* similar to McGuire's procedures 
in his studies on inoculation* However, unlike McGuire's procedures, the 
intent here would be to use a more sensitive measure of counters rguing for 
retrospectively picking up differences in counterarguing that occurred at the 
critical point in time* Like our earlier suggestion about restricting the 
time available for the recall of counterarguments, in the present instance a 
time limit would again be imposed, however, the measure of counterarguing 
would be a recognition test* To spell out a procedure more fully, the subject 
would first study a substantial set of counterarguments against various 
propositions* Only some of these propositions would be presented In the 
crucial communication* Later, after exposure to the communication, Che subjects 
would be given a list of counterarguments* It would contain some of those they 
studied, some novel ones, etc* But only same of the ones previously studied 
would be relevant to the critical coaxaunicatlon* The subject would be asked 
to check off within the time limit imposed those counterarguments that occurred 
to him during the presentation of the communication* Later, after the time 
limit elapsed, a subject could be further asked to Identify those segments of 
the communication to which his counterarguments applied* In other words, could 
he recall the content of the communication for which he thought his checked 
counterarguments did dispute the communicator* s position? 

This measuring technique has the advantage of greater sensitivity in that 
recognition measures are typically more sensitive than recall measures* Once 
again 9 within this basic measurement technique one could examine whether 
theoretical variables thought to influence counterarguing do in fact do so 
(as detected by this measure)* In other words, we can look at whether a 
distraction manipulation Interferes with ability to ccunterargue as measured 
by relevant counterarguments checked* Unfortunately, this measure is certainly 
not free from reactivity, although the imposed time limit should mitigate 
against the reactivity to seme degree* Such a measure, however, would prove 
useful as a quasi criterion measure in testing the validity of more open-ended 
measures* 



Sggassfilas ths. motivational component o£ coupterarguiog ,, The technique 
suggested above also provides a handle for separating out two aspects of counter- 
arguing that are typically lumped together— the motivational and the purely 
cognitive* The purely cognitive activity consists of bringing to one’s own 
attention, reasons for ignoring or resisting the speaker's position* The 
motivational aspect of counterarguing Is the inclination to want to resist the 
communicator— the inclination to want to have reasons to discard or ignore the 
speaker's points* Presumably, if a given experimental treatment primarily 
affects one's motivation to counterargne rather than one's ability to actually 
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counterargue, this could b* d ®fcecCad our recognition measure » In a 

treatment that primarily p<° vi d* s a ®° tiv «tioaal effect, the parson would 
presumably check many c<*ffl* ra *fcuma ot ? a * those that he used even if in feet 
they were not relevant to ®p«ske r • Presentation. In other words, we take 
an activating or arousing of ®°J; lv J*imu If the effect of the treatment 

is primarily motivations!, effect should shoe up in the counterarguing 

measure as a report by tbe use of many counterarguments. The 

emphasis from the subject’^ ?°^ht ^iae would be on the number rather eh«w 
on the matching of purely ***®*Uot c °° at *rargaments to the speaker's presenta- 
tion. Perhaps too the n^t^ ^Inoal cflB P 0 Hint can be assessed by including In 
the check list phrases that P r h*aril7 r *Prssent derogation or defamation of 
the caaaunlcator and mes*a£° ^ther than rational objections to his position. 



Evaluative vs. ra^^oggi ^ >*rguagive appeals . Elsewhere 
(Miller, 1968) ws have ar&r* *hat ^hasis on man's rationality has 
perhaps been overdone in tb* 0r ®*ical trea t»eats of attitude change. Often 
people seem adept at resist* 1 ^ In spite of the fact that they lack 

concrete reasons for opposi^ ^he Reformation and persuasive material to which 
they are exposed. For thid **** 00 , ** m *$ht be important to try to assess the 
extent to which people ec^*2 /^trig£* av *luative rejection vs. reasoned 
rejection of persuasion ***?*?**•• technique might be to supply subjects 

with an instrument for facij^^ing ** lf ^report of their own cognitive activity 
during the presentation of ” <iotf»* alca£ ion. This self-monitoriog would of 
course require some special * >r ®harati° Q *Uch as prior practice using the self- 
monitoring device as well ifl* ttuc t!ceal priming so as to insure 

accurate self-report. Tavsf*Jhxs *** Ejects might be given a board 
containing two buttons lab#^ h ceJ« ct bright” and "reject with a reason." 
They would be instructed to ua ® aitb«* °r both buttons ad lib while listening 
to the course of the comttO^^ono To u ^dercut the typical bias toward 
presenting oneself as ratio**^! * eubJ aC ^® *^ight in advance be given directions 
that provide social support the the reject button. They might be 

told that as a matter of fs** a <*ne m® S8a 8es are so poor that it is quite 
common for people to freque* 11 * ceja** th *o without necessarily having any 
explicit reason that they c* n t ^ink furthermore they might be instructed 
that afterward, whenever Passed the ’’rajact with a reason" button, they 
would be required to deserif 0 t ^nir * das ° l * in writing. Even with this 
reminder that they will be ac ^Ually produce reasons in ln*t*nc e# 

in which they say they have 7*®°*, ti# * aaa criticism mentioned earlier in the 
paper arises. The reasons oay oot have been thought of at the critical 

point in time but instead though °£ at the time of measurement. 

Nevertheless such a procodv*? w <*»ld provide a t least a rough index of the 
relative frequency with ^^jocts actually rely on rational forms of 

belief defense. 



Using this kind of u r a related one vAich employs three 

buttons rather than two, en* pll O% subjects to indicate acceptance of the 
speaker's point as well a« ej® ^reasoned rejection, we would want 

to examine, as in the maasu^y^ a hove, the affects of variables 

theoretically presumed to a**®®* the tf0an Urarg»ing process. Again this 
technique allows for saparat® aa %es«*® nt °i motivation to counterargne from 
actual rational cognitive a£* lv lfcy c 
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Sab vocal measures * Both Brock (1967) and Festlnger and Maccoby (1964) 
hava hypothesized that counterarguing lovolvas covert -sub vocal responding* 

This hypothesis seams quits plausible in light of the research dealing with 
covert (subvocal) oral behavior* HcGuigan (1970) concludes, after an extensive 
review of this literature, that covert oral behavior (measured by slectromyero- 
gram readings from the tongue and the lips) tends to increase during the silent 
performance of a vide variety of language tasks (e*g«, silent arithmetic. 
Imaginary speech, silent reading, memorization, etc.). This increased oral 
behavior is accompanied by increased respiration rate and EMC activity in the 
preferred writing arm* While there is nothing In this literature that 
establishes that heightened covert oral behavior accompanies counts rar gu m en ta- 
tion, these findings clearly suggest soma exciting possibilities for establish'- 
log temporal location of the counterargument process* The problem of course 
is determining when (and if) covert oral behavior signals counterargumantatioo 
as opposed to sane other language-related process (e«g. , slUntly repeating 
the message)* However, using sub vocal measures in conjunction with the open- 
ended measures discussed at length above might well circumvent this problem 
and, therefore, would seem to be a logical next step in count era rgumantatian 
research* 



Conclusion 

The foregoing discussion out lines a number of complex problems In both 
measuring counterarguing and establishing its causal role in the persuasion 
process* Given these limitations we recognize (and in fact emphasize) that 
data f rom measures cannot at this point clearly establish Che validity of 
theoretical positions that emphasize counterarguing as an intervening concept* 
But on the other hand, when responses on the measure correspond to various 
other elements in the nosological net in a predicted fashion, we certainly 
will have more confidence in our theory and our measure than if the predicted 
relationship fails to occur* Furthermore, the utility of countera rgu me n t 
measures inheres not so much in settings where the predicted outcome is 
obta i ned but in the opposite* For example, consider a situation in which, 
counter to theory, a distraction manipulation decreases attitude change and 
increases measured counterarguing (Hiller & Baron, 1969)* While one cannot 
be certain that the heightened counterarguing caused the reduction In 
p e rsua sive impact, the fact that a given treatment had a nonpredicted effect 
on two elements of the nosological net gives us a good deal of confidence that 
there is something Inadequate is the theory responsible for the prediction* 

It should a Iso be noted that while certain assumptions are necessary to 
Interpret responses to a counterar gu me n t measure as a valid indicator of the 
construct of interest, ear own criticisms are based in large part on the 
equally questionable assumptions that counterarguing can be caused by attitude 
change and that subjects hava counterarguments readily available even when 
thay do not spontaneously counterargue* 

In short, although measuring counterarguing presents complex problems 
that resist solution, we don't advocate abandoning the problem* Instead, we 
hope that attitude change theorists cote the fallibility of such measures 
and remain cautious when using data from them to substantiate a theoretical 
position* In addition, we feel that alternative measurement procedures warran t 
exploration* This seems particularly troe in terms of the long-term interest 
of social psychologists in relating thoughts to attitudes* Though researchers 
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have used different labels for the thought processes that concerned them, 
e.g, , "defensive reactions" (Janis & Terwilliger, 1962), "belief bolstering" 
(McGuire , 1964), "counterargulng" (Festinger & Maccoby, 1964), "source 
derogation" (Aronson, Turner, & Carlsalth, 1964), "communicator defamation” 
(Miller & Levy, 1967), "coananlcatlon derogation" (Bochner & Insko, 1966), 
"cognitive responses" (Greemmld, 1968), the research area poses a conmon 
set of methodological problems* We hope that our discussion clarified these 
problems and encourages further work. 
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FOOTNOTES 

*It is likely that the optimum latency period for a counterar gu me n t 
measure mill be specific to the particular situation, audience, or message 
utilised. For example, Baron end Hiller (1969) found that a 45-second response 
period produced a m e asure that mas sensitive enough to detect treatment 
differences, while Osterhouse and Brock report that In their situation, a 
1-minute response period mss too brief to produce such differences. Thus it 
mas likely that pilot data sill be indispensable in determining the optimal 
length of the response period. 

^Zven if all subjects visaed this request as a demand to justify their 
post-communication position, only the comments of those who resisted the 
message would qualify as count erargu m en ts for the consents of persuaded 
subjects would not oppose the position advocated by the message. Thus, 
corns terargning would still be a function of persuasion. 

* Something similar to a Solomon 4-grcup design might be advisable in 
implementing each e procedure to Insure that the results would cot be due 
to the repeated testing of Individual subjects. 

^Spontaneous cognitive activity refers to that which wes not elicited 
by reactive aspects of the experimental setting or the measurement pro c e du res. 
Implicit In the discussion above is the assumption that spontaneous counter- 
arguing will not generally be a consequence of attitude change. 

^Tha experimental demand to resist persuasion must also ho equated across 
conditions. 
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